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Attempted coup in Turkey threatens ties with Washington

Special Focus After the failed coup in Turkey

Washington

T 

he attempted coup in 
Turkey threatens to dis-
rupt ties between Ankara 
and Washington as ten-
sions flare over Turkish 

accusations of US involvement in 
the foiled takeover and anger about 
Washington’s perceived reluctance 
to extradite a cleric Turkey accuses 
of masterminding the plot.

The row comes despite coopera-
tion between the two NATO allies 
in the fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS), with US warplanes using 
Turkish air bases to attack ISIS posi-
tions in Syria.

When US President Barack Obama 
spoke by telephone to Turkish Pres-
ident Recep Tayyip Erdogan on July 
19th — four days after the coup — he 
underlined that Washington stood 
with Turkey’s elected leadership 
against the coup plotters. Howev-
er, he also voiced concern about a 
government-ordered backlash that 
included the arrest of thousands 
of soldiers and the suspension of 
tens of thousands of police officers, 
judges and teachers.

US officials reacted angrily to 
suggestions in Turkish pro-govern-
ment media that the United States 
might have had a hand in the con-
spiracy against the Erdogan gov-
ernment.

Ibrahim Karagul, editor of the 
pro-government Yeni Safak news-
paper, wrote that the United States 
wanted to trigger a civil war in 
Turkey via Fethullah Gulen, the 
US-based Islamic cleric Erdogan 
accuses of being behind the coup. 
Israel also was involved in the plot, 
Karagul wrote.

“The US government, which is 
sheltering the leader of a terror-
ist organisation, must be declared 
a country supporting terrorism,” 
Karagul wrote in reference to Gu-
len, who has lived in the United 
States since 1999.

In an interview on Turkish tel-
evision, US Ambassador to Turkey 
John Bass called Karagul’s allega-
tion baseless and “ugly”.

Turkish Labour Minister Suley-
man Soylu also suggested that 

Washington was behind the upris-
ing, triggering a strong response by 
US Secretary of State John Kerry. 
“We think it’s irresponsible to have 
accusations of American involve-
ment,” Kerry told CNN.

Erdogan’s government claims 
that Gulen followers led the rebel-
lion, which included air force and 
army units attacking government 
buildings and blocking major trans-
port routes before announcing they 
had taken control. The coup failed 
within hours as military units loyal 
to Erdogan fought the rebels and 
tens of thousands of Turks flooded 
the streets to confront the insur-
gents.

The Turkish president publicly 
called on the United States to ex-
tradite Gulen, 75, so he could be put 
on trial for treason in Turkey. Gu-
len denied he had been behind the 
events and suggested the uprising 
might have been staged by Erdogan 
as a pretext to bring all government 
institutions, including the military, 
under his control.

After Erdogan raised the Gulen 
issue with Obama, White House 
spokesman Josh Earnest said the 
United States would follow a pro-
cedure that gave “due process” to 
US residents such as Gulen. Turkey 
submitted documents on Gulen 
to US authorities but was unclear 
whether this was a formal extradi-
tion request.

Kerry called on Turkey to present 
evidence against Gulen and said 
that US courts would look into the 
case, a procedure that could take 
years. Gulen, who leads the Hizmet 
(“Service”) movement that has 
hundreds of thousands of follow-
ers in Turkey, said he was confident 
that an extradition request would 

be rejected.
Gulen and Erdogan were at one 

time strong allies but the two sides 
split after prosecutors accused by 
the government of being linked to 
the Hizmet movement, brought 
corruption charges against some 
members of the cabinet and their 
relatives.

A failure by Ankara and Wash-
ington to resolve the Gulen issue 
could have serious consequences. 
Sinan Ulgen of the Carnegie Europe 
think-tank wrote: “The effective-
ness of the joint fight against [ISIS], 
which relies heavily on [US] air 
strikes originating from the Incirlik 
air base in southern Turkey, would 
doubtless be jeopardised.” Cohe-
sion within NATO would also be af-
fected, he said.

Robert Pearson, a former US am-
bassador to Ankara who is at the 
Middle East Institute in Washing-
ton, said that US-Turkish coopera-
tion against ISIS was proceeding as 
normal as of now. “It is ultimately 
for Erdogan to decide if he wants to 

escalate tensions with Washington 
further,” Pearson said.

With tensions running high in 
Turkey after the coup, the govern-
ment greatly widened the scope of 
arrests and suspensions of suspect-
ed coup supporters to include tens 
of thousands of teachers and public 
servants, something Semih Idiz, a 
respected Turkish columnist, said 
could further affect Turkish-US ties.

“There is a lot of anger against 
Gulen among Erdogan support-
ers,” Idiz said, adding that Erdogan 
needs to be careful in channelling 
that anger or he risks a full-blown 
crisis with Washington that could 
affect Ankara’s standing in NATO 
and isolate Turkey with regards to 
Syria.

“Erdogan will have to tone down 
at some point,” Idiz said, “but it’s 
very emotional at the moment. 
There are a lot of people calling for 
revenge.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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Tensions flared over 
Turkish accusations of 
US involvement in the 
incident and 
reluctance to extradite 
Fethullah Gulen.

Turkey risks being caged by AKP self-coup

N ow that the bloody 
coup attempt in 
Turkey has failed, 
the focus is on two 
key aspects. The 
first covers the 

underlying motives, which bring 
to question who the plotters 
were. The second is the after-
shock, its extent and what sort of 
Turkey will emerge.

This is one of the most bizarre 
putsch attempts ever seen in 
Turkey. As an observer of four 
coups, I am still perplexed by the 
way this one was executed, its 
development and the extremely 
swift, full-scale retaliation — 
amounting now to a purge — trig-
gered by Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan of the ruling 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP).

A coup is an extremely serious 
business that requires meticu-
lous planning and ruthless, rapid 
implementation.

When I passed the northern 
Bosporus bridge 15 minutes after 
the news broke about the 

blockage of the southern 
bridge, much seemed normal, 

with the usual heavy Friday night 
traffic moving slowly in both 
directions. The only unusual 
sights were civilian-uniformed 
bridge guards running wildly 
about with walkie-talkies.

Then, into the night, chaos 
ensued with every moment a 
mystery. Information assembled 
in bits and pieces depicted havoc 
in the chain of command at the 
earliest stages. From statements 
by Erdogan, Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim and the chief of general 
staff, it seems at least clear that it 
was a large-scale mutiny, in 
which the roles and positions of 
the top generals demand meticu-
lous scrutiny.

Obviously, the intelligence was 
deeply flawed. Turkey’s National 
Intelligence Organisation (MIT) 
found out about the putsch at 
4pm, six hours before it was 
unleashed. By their own accounts 
both Erdogan and Yildirim were 
informed at around 8pm.

What happened in between 
remains a mystery, as who among 
the top officers were involved or 
played a double game is unclear. 
It raises the question whether the 
presidential palace and the 
government knew of the plot but 
let it happen to turn the tables to 
their advantage.

Given the fact that 84 generals 
are in detention, along with 
thousands of lower-ranking 
officers and soldiers, the entire 
act that shook Turkey for 12 hours 
leaves more questions than 

answers.
It is not clear whether it was 

simply carried out by elements 
within the military loyal to exiled 
preacher Fethullah Gulen. Simple 
arithmetic tells us that at least a 
quarter of the top brass was 
involved. It seems hardly credible 
that such a dense plot would not 
have been exposed until four 
hours prior.

Second, the same data raise 
questions as to where such a large 
top echelon was met with silence 
so many years, particularly 
following the December 2013, 
corruption investigations into 
ministers, government officials 
and their relatives.

Erdogan blamed what he said 
were police and prosecutors loyal 
to Gulen for making the accusa-
tions. If this coup was a sole 
product of Gulen and his follow-
ers, why did they wait so long? 
There is neither an explanation 
why, after having a pro-democ-
racy communiqué read out in 
Turkish TV, the plotters’ jets 
would steadily bomb parliament 
building deep into the morning 
hours.

Few independent observers 
buy into the claims that the top 
officers, many of whom were 
filled with hostility to Gulenists, 
would allegedly flock around 
him.

On another level, sources 
within the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP) shrug it 
off, saying that it points to an 

uprising led by officers who, 
being operational in conducting a 
war against the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), thought 
the timing was perfect to seize 
the political helm.

Some analysts with military 
backgrounds point at a hybrid 
structure, perhaps a coalition of 
various affiliations — hardliners, 
Kemalists, pro-Western elements 
as well as Gulenists — whose 
command centre is unclear.

In retaliation, Erdogan 
launched an immense purge that 
began with arrests of 2,700 judges 
and, within 72 hours, more than 
50,000 public servants were 
suspended. Media were curbed 
even more severely with bans of 
access and print houses refusing 
to print four newspapers. Nearly 
1,600 university deans were 
ordered to resign.

Such moves leave little doubt 
about the emergence of an 
iron-rule that will perhaps be 
long lasting. The pattern of 
counter-measures exposes a 
power grab.

Indeed, the bloody coup was a 
deadly blow to Turkey’s already 
crippled democratic order. If 
Erdogan uses what he called a 
“God-given” opportunity to settle 
scores with the entire opposition, 
take it for granted that its party 
state path will have reached its 
completion any moment.

Yavuz Baydar is a journalist based 
in Istanbul.
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